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The Root Principle 

The first verse of the fifteenth chapter of the Gita reads ; 

“The Asvattha (the tree of the World ), root above and branches 
below, they say is everlasting. The Vedic rhythms are its leaves. He 
who knows it is a knower of Veda.” 

“Above” ( urdhva, synonymous with upara ) means higher ( uncha ), 
superior ( utkrsta ). That which has nothing above itself to restrict its 
greatness knows no limit. This Supreme Principle ( Para-Brahman ) is the 
root of the World Tree. 

Looking up towards this root, we see that higher than all composed 
of earth is the element Earth, higher than Earth is Water, higher than 
Water Fire, higher than Fire Air, higher than Air Ether, and beyond 
these the ‘Principle of Individual existence’ ( ahamtattva ), then the First 
Principle of existence ( mahat-tattva, “the Great”, i. e. Universal Intellect), 
then the Unmanifest Principle of existence (avyakta-tattva) and, at 
last, beyond even this, beyond all cause and eflfect, the Ground of all, the 
Self-illumined Brahman : It is in every way supreme—in subtlety and 
pervasiveness, and at the same time in aloofness and in purity. If water 
is more subtle, pervasive, pure, dissociate ( asanga ) than Earth, the next 
causal stage, then the supreme cause, as compared with the First 
Principle of existence and all other effects, has limitless subtlety, pervasi¬ 
veness, detachment and purity. 

• Abridged translation with permission Irom •Siddhint’ from the original Hindi, and notea, 
by 6iva 6araij, 
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Whatever is unconscious, destructible, limited, and therefore by its 
nature sorrowful ( duhkhatmata ) can never be superior to all. The self- 
illumined Principle, eternal and partless, transcends all because it is the 
very Self ^ of Joy (ananda-svarupa). 

• From the greatest joy possible to man^ through the joy of the 
celestial singers ( gandharvas) and of the gods among them ( devagandhar- 
vas ), through the joy of the self-made gods (karma-devas), the gods who 
were from the beginning ( ajanaja devas ), the king of Heaven (Indra ), 
the teacher of the gods ( Brhaspati) and the Lord of Creation ( Praja- 
pati ) to the Creator Himself ( Brahma ), at every stage joy is enhanced a 
hundred fold. But the All-Powerful Divinity, the very essence of supreme 
joy ( Paramananda-rasatmaka ), reigns gloriously above all these. 

This Supreme Joy is the root of the World Tree. As the Eternal 
Word ( sruti) says : 

siraiPf 

I 

“From Joy, most certainly, are all these beings born ; born of joy 
they live, they fare forward in joy and are resolved in it.” 

The Everlastingness of the Tree 

The tree is called everlasting but as Bhagavan Sahkaracarya explains, 
“they say” ( prahuh ) in Gita XV, 1, points to the fact that this everla¬ 
stingness is only apparent : it really stands for momentariness. Every day 
in deep sleep the Universe dissolves into its source, the causal Principle 
(.Karana Brahman ) : at the moment of waking a new world arises. The 
tree is called Asvattha, that is a-svastha, ‘not remaining tomorrow’® 
"it is not worthy to remain even till tomorrow, therefore it is called 

1. Literally i the proper form. 

2. The greatest joy possible in the human state is considered that of an absolute ruler of the seven 
QontinentSi powerful, wise, righteous, ‘proficient in sacred knowledge* ( srotriya ), and possessing every 
means of pleasure, 

3. Asvattha, the tree under whioh Fite, Hhe Lord of the ritual-oblation-which-iB-the-universe' (Agni 
— Yajna Prajapati), takes his stand as a horse, is therefore also explained as Asva-sthana, the horse- 
stall ( Mahabharata, 65 ). 

According to other exponents of symbolic etymology (Nirukta ) it is the horses of the Sun who, 
during the long night of the journey upon the way of the Ancestors ( pitry^a ), rest, in the under world 
(yatiia*loka) beneath a Fippala tree, therefore called Asvattha, But this explanation can evidently 
not be applied to the World Tree. 
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Asvattha” ?! I Though it survive for thousands of 

years, this world may not, of its own merit, endure another day : Like a 
bubble delicately perfect it has in itself no hope of lasting. 

The snake imagined in a rope, however long the illusion may last, 
does not in itself deserve to remain an instant: it disappears as soon aS 
light shows the real nature of the rope. So the World Tree disappears 
when ignorance is done away by perception of Reality ( tattva jhana ). 
From this point of view, the world is described as everlasting so that every 
effort may be made to attain knowledge. 

The Changeless Root 

Though all agree this world is full of misery, some dispute that it 
is false. They argue that as a golden ring is nothing but gold, so a world 
born of Truth must be true ; but this is contradicted by experience and 
by Revelation. Though the ring be of gold, as ring it is illusory ; clay 
also is true, indestructible ; but the pitcher made from it is destructible, 
illusory. 

“The object shaped exists only by speech, is but a name ; it is the 
clay that is real.” 

When, moreover, one sees greater and greater particularisation in 
the succession of effects and less and less in the hierarchy of causes, one 
is obliged to accept that qualified manifestation arose from the Unqualified. 
The whole universe came forth from the Brahman and is the Brahman ; 
but this does not mean it is the Brahman without restriction, only that 
it is nothing other than the Brahman. 

Even so, the question may remain : when the untrue, unconscious 
Tree, the transient world of grief, arises in the self-illumined joy of 
Consciousness, does this not imply some kind of evolution, some 
transformation in that Absolute ; for, without some alteration in its 
root, how can the tree grow ? The answer is given in a beautiful verse 
of the Bhagavata Purana : 

crgrfbf 

“Because it rests in Thee, the Ever-present, who art beyond wish 
or quality or change, the universe seems to have from Thee its birth. 



existence, consummation. So it is that Thou art both the cause of 
manifestation and its causeless Principle.” 

This “Beyond” does not evolve ( parinama )* like a worldly cause, 
but, since it is the ground of that apparent transformation ( vivartta f 
which is the world, it is called the Root. Just as through ignorance, a 
rope is made the basis of an imagined snake, so through the beginningless 
ineflfable Root-Ignorance which is Nature ( Prakrti) the Pure Self, the 
Supreme Principle (Suddha Paramatma-tattva ), is made the cause of the 
Universe. 

Leaves, Buds and Branches 

That the Vedic rhythms are the leaves means that the world bears 
flowers and fruit through the Revelation : without them it lacks true 
harmony and beauty. As a tree is protected by its leaves, so is the world 
by the original and the later Revelation ( sruti-smrti), through which 
eternal law is known. “The whole universe rests upon divine law” 

The fifteenth chapter of the Gita continues its descriptions of the 
Tree : 

Ii551ri4i«ddlpl II 

“Above and below spread forth its branches, fostered by the [ three ] 
tendencies [ of Nature ], having for its buds the domains of sense. The 
roots, binding by deeds, extend below throughout the world of man.” 

The branches take their strength from the ascending, expanding 
and descending tendencies ( sattva, rajas, tamas ) through which all beings 
reach their full development. And just as buds put forth from the 
branches of a tree, so bodies, which are the result of deeds develop 
spheres of perception (tanmatras ), sound, touch, sight, taste and smell. 
Although the ultimate root or immanent cause of this world is the 
Brahman, the Principle itself, the World Tree has secondary roots, the 


1. Like milk into curd ; the process of manifestation from the oosmologioal { Sahkhya ) point of 

view. 

S« Like rope into snake ; the process of manifestation from the metaphysical ( Vedanta ) point of 


view. 
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passions, which bind by the results of action. To obtain pleasure or the 
means to it, some perform rituals like Agnihotra, the oblation to the 
household fire, as ordained by scripture, while others steal wealth or 
wives against the ordinance. Or men act unlawfully to escape from pain. 
Pleasure and pain, moreover, themselves result from conformity withr 
the law or divergence from it; and from this again new passions arise. 
This endless cycle stabihses the world so that no tempest can shake it. 

Although the passions exist even in the heaven of the gods, they 
are binding only in the world of man, for it is only there that deeds 
bear fruit. 

Another description of the Tree 

“This first of trees has one ground, two fruits, three roots, four 
saps, five kinds, six phases, seven barks, eight branches, nine hollows, ten 
domes of foliage, two birds. Thou art its very being, its progenitor; 
thou art its tabernacle and its grace.” ( Bhagavata Purana ) 

The one Root Nature (Mula Prakrti ), the original equihbrium 
of the ascending, expanding and descending tendencies, is the ground on 
which the tree grows. 

Pleasure and pain are its two kinds of fruit, and the fruits them¬ 
selves are numberless. 

The three fundamental tendencies, [ once unbalanced,} are its 
roots I the World Tree stands on the strength of Illumination ( praka^, 
which is ascending, sattvika ), Agitation ( halacala, expansive, rajasika ) 
and obstruction ( avasthambha, descending, tamasika ). These three roots 
are sometimes called pleasure, pain, delusion ( sukha, duhkha, moha ). 

The four aims of human life (purusartha). righteousness 
( dharma ), riches ( artha ), pleasure ( kama ) and liberation (moksa)are 
the saps of the Tree. 

Its five varieties are the five kinds of perception (jnana ) for the 
world is experienced in the modes of speech, touch, shape, taste and 
smell: five worlds, in effect, are perceived through the five senses. 

To arise, last, grow, mature, decay and be destroyed are the six phases 
of the tree. 



its barks are the seven constituents of the body ( dhatu ) : [ lymph, 
blood, flesh, fat, bone, marrow, sperm ]. 

The five elements ( mahabhuta ) with mind, intellect and the Ego 
( ahamkara) are the eight branches of the tree. 

^ The nine doors of the body are its hollows, the vital energies 
( prana its domes of foliage. 

The Two Birds 

In the tree, whether considered as the world or as an individual, 
dwell two birds, the supreme and individual selves. Because he is to be 
sought through the manifestation, the Supreme Self is said to live in the 
World Tree. 

5T fsW ^r^sn i srakwjs 

( RV. 1.164. 20 ; Mund. Up. 3.1.1.) 

“Two beautiful birds mated good companions cherish the same tree. 
One enjoys the fig, the other merely looks without eating.” The Bhagavata 
Purana ( XI, 11, 6-7 ) tells us more about them : 

I fqcq^sra- 

^ II ^ 5i g fqtq^? i 

3 ?J: 5ET g f^wgrb; ii 

“These two birds, alike, each others own, as they desire have made 
their nest in the tree. One eats the fig, the other waxes strong without 
food. The knowcr who does not eat knows Himself and all that is ; not 
so the eater of the fig. He who makes himself one with ignorance is ever 
bound, he who is one with knowledge ever free.” 

God and creature are alike, for both are of the self-same substance 
of Consciousness ( cit-xupa ), and since they are always in agreement they 
are friends. 

XI. 11.8. 


1 . These energies govern breathing {?r^a ), excretion ( ApaHa ), diSusioti ( Vy&ia ), digestion 
( Samana), Oonghing ( Ud^a ), eructation ( Naga), blinking ( Kfkala ), yawning ( Devadatta ), and 
assimilation ( Dhananjaya ). 
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“The sage, the khower, like a man awakened from dream, stands 
aloof from the body even while he dwells in it. But the wrong-headed 
(kumati), like a man dreaming, even though he also does not really 
live in the [ unconscious ] body, yet believes he does. There can be no 
qualities apart from the senses and their objects, therefore it is really only 
qualities in the shape of objects which are grasped by qualities in the 
shape of senses ; but the ignorant attributes them to himself while the 
sage is free of this conceit. The liberated man, though he stand in the 
midst of Nature, remains unsoiled ( nirlepa ) like light or space. 

Other Descriptions 

The Katha Upanisad says : 

ii 

“This fig tree roots above and branches below is from ever lasting 
to ever lasting. Pure light^ verily it is called.” ( 23.1 ) 

The glorified Sankaracarya, commenting on this ‘hermetic formula’ 
tells that it is from the knowledge of the cotton ( the result, the 
particular ) that one may reach knowledge of the root ( the cause, 

the general ) and so it is that the World Tree extending from 

the Unmanifest to the inanimate has roots above and branches growing 
down. 

[ In the Puranas we find : ] 

^ 31^ ^ i 

fis 5^31 II 

“( The Tree ) has two seeds, a hundred roots, a threefold trunk, five 
barks giving forth five saps, eleven branches, two nesting birds, three barks, 
two fruits that reach to the Sun. Vultures and villagers eat one of these 
fruits, the other is eaten by hermits and swans. He who knows from 

1 . Semen (^) here means pure light. In his oommentar? Sankaracarya tells : 

The root oi this world is semen (^), the White ( ), the pure ( 5,), the luminous ( wifiww), 

1. e. the seli-btUlianoe of the Gonsoioiis ( ). 
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t those worthy of reverence that One of many forms which is of the very 
f. ^ stuff of Illusion,^ he knows true knowledge.” 

Here, the two seeds are virtue and vice ( papa-punya ) and number¬ 
less desires are the roots. The fundamental tendencies of Nature are the 
threefold trunk, the five elements are the forks. The flowing saps are 
the five domains of the senses ; the five senses of perception and the 
five of action with the mind are the eleven branches. The two birds 
have made on this tree a nest which is the heart. 

The coats of bark are [ the three humours of the body ], wind, bile 
and phlegm ; the two fruits, as before, are pleasure and pain. 

The tree spreads upward to the sphere of the sun. Only these are 
freed who pass beyond it. 

The vulture (the man of greed) and the villager (man of the world) 
eat the fruit grief ; the hermit (the man of renunciation ) and the swan 
( the man of knoweldge ) eat the fruit of joy. 

In the Mahabharata we find ( Asvamedha Parva 47 ) ; 

sinftsi 'ihqWI I || 

“This Original, everlasting Tree is the livelihood of all that live. In 
that Primordial forest the Creator ever wanders.” 

In other texts : 

“The root from which it springs is the Unmanifest by whose grace 
it endures. Its trunk is Intellect.” 

II 

“The senses are the hollows inside it.” 

“The primal elements are its branches, its wealth of leaves the 
pastures of the senses ; virtue and vice, fair flowers develop into fruits of 
pleasure and pain.” 

And ^ri Tulsi Das has sung : 

ere ere Jrrar, ^ aiinre i 

*i>T3 ivOOT, ?re 5^ 3^ i 

*‘0 merciful, the fig tree is thy magic, the fruit of it is the whole 


1. Illusion ( maya) means either ighotance { aVidya ) or knowledge (vidya); it should here be 
understood as 'vidya*. 
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universe. And he who devours this fruit is fearful Time. Yet Time 
himself lives in fearfulness of Thee”. 

The Limitlessness of the Tree 

No one can find the beginning, end or middle of the Tree. For 
thousands of years the Creator Brahma went searching for its root bi^. 
had to come back unsuccessful. The four Vipascits^ spoken of in 
the ‘Yoga Vasistha’ who were possessed of supernatural speed and 
power, tried for thousands of ages, even for aeons to find its limits, but 
in the end had also to give up hope. Vasistha explains that one-fifth 
of every atom is the sense principle ( tanmatra) of touch ; this is the 
support of air, in which the life-breath dwells. Within the life-breath 
is Mind and in Mind the universe. In the universe again, are numberless 
minds, in each mind a Universe. How can anyone find the beginning or 
end of a universe that is Mind ? 

The five stages of earth, seed, sprout, tree and fruit correspond 
with the five phases of pure Principle (Suddha Brahman ), Causal 
Principle ( Karana Brahman ), the Embryo of Splendour ( Hiranyagarbha, 
the aggregate of all supersensible states), the Glorious (Vira^ the 
aggregate of sensible forms, the Body of the Universe y, and the Dark 
Lord, Krsna, the Fruit, [Divinity made manifest within the universe]. Just 
as the essential of earth, seed, sprout and tree is condensed in the fruit, 
so all is in Sri Krsna; and just as a fruit potentially contains 


1 . Vlpa^it, a devotee of Fire, when his kingdom was in danger entered the flames^ then 
reappeared with four independent bodies. Having recovered the kingdom, the four ViPaecits set out. 
North, South, East, and West, to find where the world ends. ^ * 

3 The manifestation taken as a whole ( samagti ) is the Macrocosm or God (Isvara ). 

His physical body (the universe ) is called Virat, the Glorious. 

His supersensible body (the aggregate of an supersensible states) is Hiranyagarbha, the “Embryo 

of Splendour**. 

His Consoiousnesa ( universal consciousness ) is Isvara (the Ruler) or Valsvanara ( pertaining 
to the Universal Man). 

In the microcosm ( vya§ti ), the individual being (jiva ), these correspond, respectively, with: 

Visva (the dwelling ), the physical vesture ( annamaya-koffa ); 

^ Taijasa ( subtle, radiance ), the supersensible body composed of the vital, mental and gnostic vestures 
( prj^ja-mano.vijn^a-xnaya ko§a ) j 

and Prajna ( awareness ), the individual consciousness, the vesture of pure ioy ( ananda-maya 

koga ). 

In the individual being, the physleal body corresponds with the waking state, the supersensible 
vesture with dream, unqualified awareness with sleep. 
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innumerable seeds, germs and trees, so in Sri I^sna there exists the 
potentiality of numberless causal Principles and so forth. 



^ “What am I,—a body seven spans long\ enveloped in the Macrocos- 
mic Egg by abysmal Darkness*, by Cosmic Intellect, by Individuality, by 
Ether and the moving spheres, by Fire, Water and Earth—before your 
greatness, in the pores of whose skin innumerable Universes whirl like 
atoms ?” 

And like an old broken tree which, in the dark, gives rise to the 
doubt: Is it a tree or a man ? This world gives rise to false imaginations. 
Some see in it a conglomeration, others a becoming or an evolution, some 
a reality and others an illusion, till nothing is agreed upon except that 
somehow it exists. Its arising, continuance and disappearance cannot be 
explained in words. 


The Gita says (II, 45) ; 

“Veda has for its subject the three tendencies of Nature on which 
the world is based”. This does not mean that by knowing the world 
one knows the Veda ; even if it were possible to know the world 
completely. But, even in a thousand lives, one could never attain 
complete particular knowledge of every plant in a single country, still 
less of every grain of sand or every snowflake, or of all the stars in the 
sky, to say nothing of the endless marvels of the supersensible universe. 

Through all Knowledge ( all Vedas ) it is I who am to be known.” 


Tte Cosmic Being as Btahma^ petvaAes the physieal univetBe, as Vigils lie stipetsensible world, 
When the Cosmic Being, as 6iva sleeps, the universe is te-atsorbed into non-manifestatidn, 

wsfi ^ ^ 1 . 

**Awake it is Brahma^ dreaming Vignu, in deep sleep the Arch-God ( Biva )• ’ 

1, The length of any human body is three and a half of its own cubits (the distance from the pdint 
of the elbow to the tip of the middle finger ), of seven of its own spans (the maximum reach from the 
point of the thumb to the tip of the little finger ). 

2« **And darkness [ was ] upon the-face»of [ the ] abyss*'. ( Genesis 1,1« 2 ) 
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“By knowing the One, all is known”. 

To know Knowledge ( Veda ) is to become one with the Brahman, 
the Principle of all. 

The Ground of the Tree 

Just as a dream or a mirage, though clear and specific, does not 
resist deep scrutiny- but, when its basis in reality is seen, in itself, 
disappears ; so when the Supreme Principle, the support of all, is under¬ 
stood, the World Tree vanishes. 

3TT% ^ I ^ ^ 3nt n 

( Tulsi Das ) 

“By knowing whom the universe, vanishes, like the illusion of 
dream on waking.” 

For though the world, hke dream or fancy, has in itself no real 
status ( sthiti) and is nowhere truly established ( pratistha ), yet it 
is wrong to say, [ as demonic (asura ) natures do (Gita XVI, 8) ] 
it is devoid of all real basis, for the Principle is the support 
( adhisthana ) of all. 

Although knowledge of the world can never in itself be knowledge 
of the Absolute yet, as an effect is a means of knowing a cause, the World 
Tree can be the means of knowing its Root, the Supreme Self. 

^ ^ I 31 ^; 5^51 l 

“Through the burgeoning of Earth, trace out, O peaceful heart^ its 
root the Water ; Through the burgeoning of Water its root the Fire ; 
through Fire its root Reality.” 

“He who knows the World Tree to its root, grasps the secret of all 
knowledge. He is freed [ from bondage to manifestation ].” 

(Gita XV, 4) 


predominant. 


Bauinya means one whose mind is at peace, in rthom the ascending (sattfika) tendency is 
it. It is thus applied to a Brabma^a. ^ 
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“Then that resort must be diligently pursued whence those who 
have entered it return no more.” 

The Felling of the Tree 

Then, the tree must be uprooted, 

snoT \\ 

“Cutting and rending it with the sublime sword of Knowledge, then 
attaining delectation in the Self whence there is no return.” 

For the word Vrksa, tree, is from the root sTfSI to be cut. 

fSjfJ “It is cut, therefore it is [ called ] a tree”. And again : 

“What is cut is a tree.” 

The World Tree is to be “hewn down with the trenchant weapon 
of non-attachment” vt 

As was already explained the Pure Principle is not in Itself the root 
of this world : it is only through ignorance and illusion that It seems 
to be. In other words, the root of the world is the Principle qualified by 
Nature, so to uproot the World Tree, really means to root out ignorance. 

“He who thus with the cold steel of true knowledge sharpened by 
veneration for the teacher and by love of God, firmly and heedfully hews 
down the resort of life^ having attained the Self casts away his weapon.” 


1. The resort of life is tlia subtle body (lihga earira ) through which the individuality i« 
sustained in its transmigration through many forms. It is composed of seventeen elements : 

five vital energies ( pr^as ) 

( others say : five sense-principles, tanmatras )>i 
five senses Of perception (jn^a indriyas ) 
and five of action (( karma indriyas ) 

mind ( manas ) forming the mental vesture ( manomaya ko§a) 

intellect ( buddhi which includes Ahaijlk^a, l-nesa ) forming the gnostic vesture ( vijhanamaya ko§a ). 

Of the other two vestures of the soul, one, the physical body ( annamaya ko§a ) sustained by food 
does not transmigrate ; and the otdier, the inmost vesture of pure joy ( anandaxuaya ko§a ) is unchanging 
and indestructible, and remains when the subtle body, In its turn, is destroyed. 


1 

forming thd vital vesture 

»• 

(pM^jiamaya ko§a ) 

i 



